Reductions in mammographic density after a diagnosis of breast cancer have been linked to an improved prognosis among women treated with adjuvant tamoxifen therapy ([@kwx178C1]--[@kwx178C3]). The studies that have made this link have focused on short-term change. For example, Li et al. ([@kwx178C1]) measured this change as the difference between the density at a baseline measurement (taken close to diagnosis and prior to treatment) and a follow-up measurement, at most 3 years after the baseline measurement. Moreover, the analyses have been carried out as a 2-stage process, first quantifying change and then using the calculated change as a fixed covariate in a regression model for event times (prognosis). Nyante et al. ([@kwx178C2]) recently reported a "pilot study" that sampled 40 patients from their prior study of patients taking tamoxifen ([@kwx178C3]) who were alive 5 years after diagnosis, for whom they obtained 5 (approximately yearly) postdiagnosis mammograms. They used these mammograms to investigate patterns of change in mammographic density after diagnosis using linear regression models. They concluded that most of the mammographic density reduction occurred within 12 months of the start of tamoxifen treatment and that a single time point could identify patients with substantial density decline.

In Li et al. ([@kwx178C1]), analysis was based on 2 mammograms per woman (a large number of images were discarded). In the present study, we revisit their study database and carry out an analysis based on all available images, approximately 6 times the number that were used in Li et al. ([@kwx178C1]). By including all images, we hope to learn more about change in mammographic density after breast cancer diagnosis. The original study focused on studying survival from breast cancer and considered mammographic density only as a covariate. Here, we analyze the data using a joint longitudinal-survival modeling approach ([@kwx178C4]--[@kwx178C6]), an approach that can be used to analyze a repeatedly measured biomarker or exposure (in this case, mammographic density) within a time-to-event setting (here, breast cancer--specific death). For studying the longitudinal process, the joint model correctly accounts for loss to follow-up (i.e., correctly handles the potential association between the longitudinal measurements and drop-out) while taking random variation into account (breast density is known to be measured with considerable measurement error). For studying survival, the joint model efficiently accounts for measurement error in the longitudinal exposure. Although descriptions of the concept of joint modeling, and tutorials on the method, have appeared in clinical and epidemiologic journals ([@kwx178C7]--[@kwx178C9]), the approach is not used as widely as it could be.

In addition to demonstrating the use of the joint-modeling statistical approach, we contribute to the literature aimed at understanding mammographic density change after diagnosis and treatment and its association with prognosis. Using joint modeling allows us to include all available images, thus enabling improved estimation of changes in mammographic density after diagnosis and treatment, and to quantify change for different groups of women. In our context, it is the density change shortly after diagnosis that is of main interest. Our study included women who were not treated with tamoxifen, as well as women who were, and we had information on hormone replacement therapy (HRT) prior to diagnosis. We were therefore able to use modeling to compare treatment groups (HRT prior to diagnosis and tamoxifen use after diagnosis) in terms of density change and its association with survival, and we could additionally explore interaction effects between density change and treatment.

METHODS {#kwx178s2}
=======

We used data from an observational, population-based case-control study on breast cancer in Sweden ([@kwx178C10]). All Swedish-born women who were diagnosed with a breast cancer in Sweden during 1993--1995, at ages 50--74 years, were invited to participate in the study; 84% participated by answering a questionnaire. Mammograms for these women were collected at a later stage from radiology departments. For the present study, we included postmenopausal women with a baseline image, defined as an image taken at most 1 year prior to diagnosis and before 1 month after diagnosis. Individuals with missing covariate information were not included, unless the missing information was only with respect to estrogen receptor (ER) status and grade (for which a "missing" category was included when fitting the models); this is the same approach as used by Li et al. ([@kwx178C1]) (This removed 90 individuals.) For the eligible women, images during the first 5 years after diagnosis were included in the analysis. Only mediolateral oblique (MLO) images from the contralateral breast were considered. For details on the collection of mammograms and measurement of mammographic density, see Li et al. ([@kwx178C11]). In brief, film mammograms were digitized by using an Array 2905HD Laser Film Digitizer (Array Corp., Tokyo, Japan). As in the original study, density measurements were obtained using the automated thresholding method described in Li et al. ([@kwx178C11]). This machine-learning method incorporates the knowledge of a trained reader by using segmentations obtained by Cumulus (Byng et al. ([@kwx178C12])) as training data.

The time scale was time since diagnosis, and death due to breast cancer was the event of interest. Individuals were censored at emigration, death due to other causes, or, if alive, at end of follow-up (December 31, 2008). Individuals who started tamoxifen treatment later than 122 days after diagnosis were also censored at that date (77 individuals). The maximum duration of follow-up was just over 15 years.

For analysis, a joint model was used to model mammographic density over time since diagnosis as well as breast cancer--specific survival. A joint model consists of 2 parts: a model for the trajectory of the longitudinal measurements and a model for the time-to-event data. The most common form of joint model combines a linear mixed effects model with a survival model (time-to-event model), in which the submodels are linked through shared random (and common fixed) effects.

The longitudinal submodel can be expressed as: $$\left. \mathit{y}_{\mathit{i}}{(\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}})} = \mathit{m}_{\mathit{i}}{(\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}})} + \varepsilon_{\mathit{ij},}\varepsilon_{\mathit{ij}} \right.\sim\mathit{N}(0,\sigma^{2}),$$where $y_{i}{(t_{ij})}$ is the *j*th observed value of the repeatedly measured exposure (mammographic density) for individual $i$, measured at time point $t_{ij}$, and $m_{i}{(t_{ij})}$ includes fixed effects and random effects. Measurement error is incorporated through $\varepsilon_{ij}$, under the assumption that $cov\left( {\varepsilon_{ij,}\varepsilon_{ik}} \right) = 0; j \neq k$, and that $\varepsilon_{ij}$ is independent of the random effects included in $m_{i}{(t_{ij})}$. In our longitudinal model for mammographic density, time since diagnosis (measured in years) was modeled with a polynomial of degree 3 for the fixed effects and linearly for the random effect. As the measure of mammographic density, we used dense area in cm^2^, which was square-root transformed when entering the model. We allowed the trend over time to differ according to tamoxifen treatment (yes/no) and HRT use (yes/no). For mammographic density at baseline, we included an effect of HRT use, age at diagnosis (as a continuous variable), and body mass index (BMI). BMI was calculated as weight (kg)/height (m)^2^ and divided into quartiles, with lowest quartile as the referent. The longitudinal submodel used in our analyses can be expressed as: $$\begin{array}{ll}
{m_{i}\left( \mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} \right)} & {= \beta_{0} + b_{0_{i}} + (\beta_{1} + b_{1_{i}})\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} + \beta_{2}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + \beta_{3}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3}} \\
 & {+ (\beta_{4}\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} + \beta_{5}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + \beta_{6}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3})TAM_{i}} \\
 & {+ (\beta_{7}\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} + \beta_{8}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + \beta_{9}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3})HRT_{i} + \delta_{1}HRT_{i}} \\
 & {+ \delta_{2}AGE_{i} + \delta_{3}BMI_{1i} + \delta_{4}BMI_{2i} + \delta_{5}BMI_{3i},} \\
\end{array}$$where β terms and δ terms represent fixed effects, *b* terms are normally distributed random effects, TAM is an indicator for tamoxifen treatment, HRT is an indicator for HRT use, AGE is the variable for age at diagnosis, and BMI~1~, BMI~2~, and BMI~3~ denote BMI quartiles 2, 3, and 4. In the literature, such models are often written in shorthand matrix form, as in: $$\left. \mathit{m}_{\mathit{i}}{(\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}})} = \mathbf{X}_{\mathit{i}}^{\mathit{T}}{(\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}})}\mathbf{\beta} + \mathbf{Z}_{\mathit{i}}^{\mathit{T}}{(\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}})}\mathbf{b}_{\mathit{i}} + \mathbf{u}_{\mathit{i}}^{\mathit{T}}\mathbf{\delta},\mathbf{b}_{\mathit{i}}\  \right.\sim\ \mathit{N}(0,\mathbf{\Sigma}_{\mathbf{b}}),$$where fixed effects **β**, with design matrix $\mathbf{X}_{i}$, are shared across individuals, and patient-specific random effects $\mathbf{b}_{i}$, with design matrix $\mathbf{Z}_{i}$, serve to capture the correlation between measurements of the same patient. It is possible to model nonlinear trajectories by including (fractional) polynomials of time in both $\mathbf{X}_{i}$ and $\mathbf{Z}_{i}$, and the effect of covariates on the trajectory can be modeled by including interactions with time in $\mathbf{X}_{i}$ and possibly $\mathbf{Z}_{i}$, as seen in equation ([2](#kwx178M2){ref-type="disp-formula"}). Baseline covariates can be included, represented by $\mathbf{u}_{i}$, with a vector of corresponding regression coefficients, **δ**.

The survival submodel is generally chosen to be a proportional hazards model. We chose to model the baseline hazard in the survival submodel with a flexible parametric model ([@kwx178C13], [@kwx178C14]), which uses restricted cubic splines for the underlying cumulative hazard, with proportional hazards for covariate effects. The model included the covariates age at diagnosis (as a continuous variable; AGE), BMI (in quartiles with lowest as referent; BMI~1~, BMI~2~, BMI~3~), size of tumor (in mm categories: \<10 as referent, 10--19, 20--29, 30--39, 40--49, ≥50; indicator variables SIZE~1~ to SIZE~5~ for nonreference categories), number of affected lymph nodes (in categories: 0 as referent, 1--3, 4--9, ≥10; NODES~1~, NODES~2~, NODES~3~), ER status (positive as referent, negative, missing; ER~1~, ER~2~), grade (well differentiated as referent, moderately differentiated, poorly differentiated, missing; GRADE~1~, GRADE~2~, GRADE~3~), an indicator for chemotherapy treatment (CHEM), an indicator for radiotherapy treatment (RAD), an indicator for low mammographic density at baseline (LOWBASE), and an indicator for tamoxifen treatment (TAM), as well as the estimated random effect ${\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}}$ from the longitudinal submodel. Our model, for the cumulative hazard $H_{i}{(t)}$, can be written as: $$\begin{array}{ll}
{H_{i}{(t)}} & {= exp\left( {\lambda_{0}{\mspace{2mu} + \ \lambda}_{1}s_{1}{(t)}{\  + \ \lambda}_{2}s_{2}{(t)}{\  + \ \lambda}_{3}s_{3}{(t)}} \right)} \\
 & {\times \ exp{(\varphi}_{1}AGE_{i}{+ \varphi}_{2}BMI_{1i}{+ \varphi}_{3}BMI_{2i}{+ \varphi}_{4}BMI_{3i}} \\
 & {{+ \varphi}_{5}SIZE_{1i}{+ \varphi}_{6}SIZE_{2i}{+ \varphi}_{7}SIZE_{3i}{+ \varphi}_{8}SIZE_{4i}} \\
 & {{+ \varphi}_{9}SIZE_{5i}{+ \varphi}_{10}NODES_{1i}{+ \varphi}_{11}NODES_{2i}} \\
 & {{+ \varphi}_{12}NODES_{3i}{{+ \varphi}_{13}ER_{1i}{+ \varphi}_{14}ER_{2i}}} \\
 & {{+ \varphi}_{15}GRADE_{1i}{+ \varphi}_{16}GRADE_{2i}{{+ \varphi}_{17}GRADE_{3i}}} \\
 & {{+ \varphi}_{18}CHEM_{i}{+ \varphi}_{19}RAD_{i}{+ \varphi}_{20}DENS_{i}{{+ \varphi}_{21}TAM_{i}}} \\
 & {{+ (\alpha}_{0}{+ \alpha}_{1}TAM_{i}{+ \alpha}_{2}LOWBASE_{i}{{+ \alpha}_{3}TAM_{i}}} \\
 & {\times \ LOWBASE_{i}){\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}}),} \\
\end{array}$$where the first term is the baseline cumulative hazard including restricted cubic splines for time (*s*(*t*)), and the second includes the log hazard ratios for covariate effects (φ) and terms linking the longitudinal and the survival submodel (α).

More generally, the survival submodel can be expressed on the hazard scale as: $$h_{i}{(t)} = h_{0}{(t)}exp(\mathbf{\varphi}^{T}\mathbf{v}_{i} + f(m_{i}{(t)})\alpha),$$where $h_{0}{(t)}$ is the baseline hazard, and $\mathbf{v}_{i}$ is a set of baseline covariates with log hazard ratios **φ**. The association parameter, $\alpha$, links the longitudinal trajectory and the hazard through some functional form $f(m_{i}{(t)})$. In the present study, focused on the reduction of mammographic density after a breast cancer diagnosis, we are most interested in the estimated rate of change shortly after diagnosis, because the majority of density reduction is expected to occur then, and how it affects prognosis for women using tamoxifen and/or stopping HRT. We have used the estimated rate of change at baseline (*t* = 0) in the hazard equation ([5](#kwx178M5){ref-type="disp-formula"}), which can be expressed as: $$\mathit{f}(\mathit{m}_{\mathit{i}}{(\mathit{t})}) = \frac{dm_{i}{(t)}}{dt}|_{\mathit{t} = 0} = {\widehat{\beta}}_{1} + {\widehat{\mathit{b}}}_{1_{\mathit{i}}} + \mathbf{X}\mathbf{S}_{\mathit{i}}^{\mathit{T}}\widehat{\mathbf{\beta}}\mathbf{S},$$where $\mathbf{X}\mathbf{S}_{i}^{T}\widehat{\mathbf{\beta}}\mathbf{S}$ represents the effect of covariates that are modeled with an interaction with time. The notation ***S*** is used to indicate that this is a subset of **β** and $\mathbf{X}_{i}$. Because both ${\widehat{\beta}}_{1}$ and $\mathbf{X}\mathbf{S}_{i}^{T}\widehat{\mathbf{\beta}}\mathbf{S}$ are constant across individuals with the same covariate pattern, we simplified equation ([@kwx178C6]) to: $$f(m_{i}{(t)}) = {\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}},$$which represents the individual deviation in rate of change at baseline from the mean rate of change of their subgroup defined by $\mathbf{XS},$ and is the link between the submodels that we have used in our model. Therefore, $\alpha$ is the log hazard ratio for a 1-unit increase in deviation in rate of change at baseline from the expected rate of change at baseline given the covariate pattern $\mathbf{XS}$, where we assume that this deviation has the same effect across all subgroups defined by $\mathbf{XS}$. Even though this does not have an intuitive interpretation, it gives valid *P* values for the association of interest between the longitudinal and survival processes, and this parameterization is easily implemented in existing software ([@kwx178C15]) and an established association structure ([@kwx178C16]).

To formally compare the effect of early density reduction on prognosis between women treated and not treated with tamoxifen, we included a term for interaction between the random effect and tamoxifen treatment ($\alpha_{1}$). Li et al. ([@kwx178C1]) excluded women in the lowest density quantile at baseline because women with a low density at diagnosis cannot experience a large reduction in absolute density. Because we explicitly modeled density (jointly with survival), we included all women in our analysis, even those with low density at baseline. We allowed, however, for a different association between baseline slope (as measured by the random effect) and prognosis for the quartile with lowest density by including additional interactions ($\alpha_{2}$ and $\alpha_{3}$).

We note that our approach to linking the longitudinal trajectory and the hazard is not common---more usually the 2 submodels are linked through the current value of the repeatedly measured exposure, expressed as: $$f(m_{i}{(t)}) = m_{i}{(t)} = \mathbf{X}_{i}^{T}{(t)}\widehat{\mathbf{\beta}} + Z_{i}^{T}{(t)}{\widehat{\mathbf{b}}}_{i} + \mathbf{u}_{i}^{T}\widehat{\mathbf{\delta}},$$and $\alpha$ is interpreted as the log hazard ratio for a 1-unit increase in the longitudinal outcome at time $t$. Another common approach is to link the 2 parts by the estimated current rate of change of the estimated exposure trajectory, where: $$f(m_{i}{(t)}) = \frac{dm_{i}{(t)}}{dt} = \frac{d\mathbf{X}_{i}^{T}{(t_{ij})}\widehat{\mathbf{\beta}} + \mathbf{Z}_{i}^{T}{(t_{ij})}{\widehat{\mathbf{b}}}_{i} + \mathbf{u}_{i}^{T}\widehat{\mathbf{\delta}}}{dt},$$and $\alpha$ is interpreted as the log hazard ratio for a 1-unit increase in the rate of change of the longitudinal outcome at time $t$.

All models were fitted using Stata, version 13 (StataCorp LP, College Station, Texas), using the stjm command developed by Crowther et al. ([@kwx178C15]). Assumptions regarding normality of the residuals and random effects of the longitudinal model were checked using QQ-plots. The study was approved by the institutional review board at Karolinska Institutet.

RESULTS {#kwx178s3}
=======

The final study population consisted of 1,740 individuals, of whom 269 died due to breast cancer during follow-up (Table [1](#kwx178TB1){ref-type="table"}). Among the study participants, 796 individuals (45.7%) were treated with tamoxifen, and 866 (49.8%) had been treated with HRT prior to diagnosis (Table [2](#kwx178TB2){ref-type="table"}). The participants had a total of 6,317 mammograms available and measured from the first 5 years of follow-up, including the baseline image. There were 329 individuals with only 1 image, and 1 woman had as many as 8 images during follow-up (Table [3](#kwx178TB3){ref-type="table"}). Table 1.Number of Individuals, Person-Years, and Number of Deaths Due to Breast Cancer, According to Tumor Characteristics, Body Mass Index, and Treatment, Among Women Aged 50--74 Years, Diagnosed With Postmenopausal Breast Cancer in Sweden During 1993--1995CharacteristicNo. of IndividualsPerson-YearsNo. of DeathsEstrogen-receptor status Negative2422,727.660 Positive1,00312,532.8159 Missing4956,405.550Grade Well differentiated1862,494.18 Moderately differentiated5096,441.474 Poorly differentiated4975,940.2114 Missing5486,790.173Body mass index^a^ First quartile (14.53--22.89)4355,489.761 Second quartile (22.94--25.28)4345,500.260 Third quartile (25.31--28.08)4315,396.864 Fourth quartile (28.13--52.34)4405,279.184Size of tumor, mm 1--93664,741.121 10--1981710,617.792 20--293594,229.390 30--391161,273.729 40--4943448.017 ≥5039356.120No. of affected lymph nodes 01,25316,323.2110 1--33353,954.778 4--91061,069.947 ≥1046318.034Chemotherapy No1,61320,383.6216 Yes1271,282.353Radiotherapy No97311,580.4196 Yes76710,085.573[^1]Table 2.Number of Individuals and Number of Deaths Due to Breast Cancer, According to Hormone Replacement Therapy and Tamoxifen Treatment Groups, Among Women Aged 50--74 Years, Diagnosed With Postmenopausal Breast Cancer in Sweden During 1993--1995Treated With TamoxifenHormone Replacement Therapy UseNoYesOverallNo. of IndividualsNo. of Deaths%No. of IndividualsNo. of Deaths%No. of IndividualsNo. of Deaths%No4666626.84785227.594411854.3Yes4008823.03966322.879615145.7Total86615449.887411550.21,740269100.0Table 3.Number of Mammograms During Follow-up (5 Years After Diagnosis), Including Baseline Image, Among Women Aged 50--74 Years, Diagnosed With Postmenopausal Breast Cancer in Sweden During 1993--1995No. of ImagesNo. of Individuals%132918.921488.5325514.7432118.5550429.061599.17231.3810.1

Figure [1](#kwx178F1){ref-type="fig"} shows the estimated average longitudinal trajectories of mammographic density after diagnosis, by HRT treatment and tamoxifen treatment, for women of age 60 at diagnosis, within the lowest category of BMI. For women not using HRT and not treated with tamoxifen (Figure [1](#kwx178F1){ref-type="fig"}A), the estimates were obtained from equation ([2](#kwx178M2){ref-type="disp-formula"}) as: $${\widehat{\beta}}_{0} + {\widehat{b}}_{0_{i}} + ({\widehat{\beta}}_{1} + {\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}})\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{2}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{3}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3} + {\widehat{\delta}}_{2} \times 60.$$

![Estimated mean trend of mammographic density (in cm^2^) after diagnosis, according to treatment group and hormone replacement therapy (HRT) use, with 95% confidence intervals, for a woman aged 60 years at diagnosis and within the lowest body mass index (BMI) quartile. A) HRT nonusers, tamoxifen nontreated; B) HRT nonusers, tamoxifen-treated; C) HRT users, tamoxifen-nontreated; D) HRT users and tamoxifen-treated.](kwx178f01){#kwx178F1}

Similarly, for women who were HRT nonusers and tamoxifen-treated (Figure [1](#kwx178F1){ref-type="fig"}B) estimates were obtained as: $$\begin{array}{l}
{{\widehat{\beta}}_{0} + {\widehat{b}}_{0_{i}} + ({\widehat{\beta}}_{1} + {\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}})\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{2}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{3}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{4}\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}} \\
{\quad + \ {\widehat{\beta}}_{5}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{6}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3} + {\widehat{\delta}}_{2} \times 60,} \\
\end{array}$$while for women who were HRT users and not treated with tamoxifen (Figure [1](#kwx178F1){ref-type="fig"}C), estimates were obtained as: $$\begin{array}{l}
{{\widehat{\beta}}_{0} + {\widehat{b}}_{0_{i}} + ({\widehat{\beta}}_{1} + {\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}})\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{2}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{3}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{7}\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}} \\
{\quad + \ {\widehat{\beta}}_{8}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{9}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3} + {\widehat{\delta}}_{1} + {\widehat{\delta}}_{2} \times 60,} \\
\end{array}$$and last, for women who were HRT users and tamoxifen-treated (Figure [1](#kwx178F1){ref-type="fig"}D), estimates were obtained as: $$\begin{array}{l}
{{\widehat{\beta}}_{0} + {\widehat{b}}_{0_{i}} + ({\widehat{\beta}}_{1} + {\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}})\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{2}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{3}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3}} \\
{\quad + \ {\widehat{\beta}}_{4}\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{5}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{6}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{7}\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}} + {\widehat{\beta}}_{8}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{2}} \\
{\quad + \ {\widehat{\beta}}_{9}{\mathit{t}_{\mathit{ij}}}^{3} + {\widehat{\delta}}_{1} + {\widehat{\delta}}_{2} \times 60.} \\
\end{array}$$

Women on HRT prior to breast cancer diagnosis had, in general, higher mammographic density at diagnosis than did women who never used HRT, but their density was also reduced more after diagnosis (when patients are encouraged to stop taking HRT). The difference in average densities at baseline, according to HRT use, was statistically significant (*P* \< 0.001 for $\delta_{1}$ in equation [2](#kwx178M2){ref-type="disp-formula"}), and the difference in trajectories was also statistically significant (*P* \< 0.001 for the combined effect of β~7~, β~8~, and β~9~). Women who were treated with tamoxifen had a greater reduction in mammographic density than did women not treated with tamoxifen, and the effect was statistically significant (*P* = 0.011 for the combined effect of β~4~, β~5~, and β~6~).

To aid comparison of density changes across treatment groups, we estimated the rate of change at baseline (equation [6](#kwx178M6){ref-type="disp-formula"}) for each individual, and we plotted these estimates according to prior HRT use and tamoxifen use after diagnosis (Figure [2](#kwx178F2){ref-type="fig"}). Because the model is using square root of density, this shows the rate of change in the square root of density at baseline. There was a clear decline in mammographic density among almost all individuals that used HRT prior to diagnosis (Figure [2](#kwx178F2){ref-type="fig"}C and 2D), and the decline was greater among women who used HRT and were subsequently treated with tamoxifen (Figure [2](#kwx178F2){ref-type="fig"}D) than for women who used HRT but were not treated with tamoxifen (Figure [2](#kwx178F2){ref-type="fig"}C). For nonusers of HRT and tamoxifen (Figure [2](#kwx178F2){ref-type="fig"}A), the estimated rate of change at baseline was centered just below 0, and for nonusers of HRT who were treated with tamoxifen (Figure [2](#kwx178F2){ref-type="fig"}B), only a few had an estimated increase at baseline. Overall, the impact on early density reduction was greater from HRT withdrawal than from tamoxifen treatment (Figure [2](#kwx178F2){ref-type="fig"}).

![Histogram of estimated baseline rate of change (in square root of mammographic density) for each individual, according to treatment group and hormone replacement therapy (HRT) use. A) HRT nonusers, tamoxifen nontreated; B) HRT nonusers, tamoxifen-treated; C) HRT users, tamoxifen-nontreated; D) HRT users and tamoxifen-treated.](kwx178f02){#kwx178F2}

The estimated deviation in rate of change at baseline (${\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}}$) was used as the main exposure of interest for prognosis, and this effect was allowed to be different for women treated and not treated with tamoxifen as well as those with the lowest quartile of baseline density and those in the 3 higher quartiles. For women in the 3 highest quartiles of baseline density, the deviation in rate of change at baseline was significantly associated with prognosis, with a greater reduction giving a better prognosis, and this effect was significant among both tamoxifen-treated and tamoxifen-nontreated women (*P* = 0.014 for tamoxifen-treated; *P* = 0.002 for tamoxifen-nontreated). The effect was not significantly different for tamoxifen-treated versus tamoxifen-nontreated women (*P* = 0.318). The standard deviation for ${\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}}$ was 0.069, and the hazard ratio for a 1-standard-deviation difference in ${\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}}$ was 1.8 (95% confidence interval: 1.2, 2.7) for tamoxifen-nontreated patients and 1.5 (95% confidence interval: 1.1, 2.1) for tamoxifen-treated patients. The effect of rate of change at baseline (${\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}}$) was not significant for the quartile with the lowest baseline density. We also looked only at women with no previous use of HRT, and within this group the hazard ratio for a 1-standard-deviation difference in ${\widehat{b}}_{1_{i}}$ (standard deviation, 0.048) was 3.2 (95% confidence interval: 1.8, 5.5) for tamoxifen-nontreated women and 2.2 (95% confidence interval: 1.2, 3.8) for tamoxifen-treated women, and again this difference was not statistically significant.

All parameter values, together with 95% confidence intervals, for the model fitted to the full data, are presented in Table [4](#kwx178TB4){ref-type="table"}. As expected, mean baseline mammographic density decreased with increasing age and increasing BMI. Size of the tumor (*P* value \< 0.001), number of affected lymph nodes (*P* value \< 0.001), ER status (*P* value = 0.037), and grade (*P* value = 0.036) were significantly associated with prognosis. However, age (*P* value = 0.781), BMI (*P* value = 0.232), chemotherapy treatment (*P* value = 0.840), radiotherapy treatment (*P* value = 0.403), tamoxifen treatment (*P* value = 0.915), and baseline density (*P* value = 0.648) were not significantly associated with prognosis. Table 4.Parameter Estimates From the Main Model, Among Women Aged 50--74 Years, Diagnosed With Postmenopausal Breast Cancer in Sweden During 1993--1995ParameterCoefficient95% CILongitudinal submodel^a^ *t* (β~1~)−0.02−0.16, 0.12 *t*^2^ (β~2~)−0.01−0.09, 0.07 *t*^3^ (β~3~)−0.00−0.01, 0.01 TAM × *t* (β~4~)−0.14−0.30, 0.03 TAM × *t*^2^ (β~5~)0.03−0.06, 0.13 TAM × *t*^3^ (β~6~)−0.00−0.02, 0.01 HRT × *t* (β~7~)−0.31−0.48, −0.14 HRT × *t*^2^ (β~8~)0.08−0.02, 0.17 HRT × *t*^3^ (β~9~)−0.00−0.02, 0.01 HRT (δ~1~)0.320.18, 0.45 Age at diagnosis (δ~2~)−0.05−0.06, −0.04 BMI quartile 2 (δ~3~)−0.38−0.56, −0.21 BMI quartile 3 (δ~4~)−0.63−0.81, −0.46 BMI quartile 4 (δ~5~)−0.81−0.98, −0.63 Constant (β~0~)7.737.11, 8.35Random effects SD(*b*~0~)1.251.20, 1.31 SD(*b*~1~)0.130.11, 0.16 Correlation(*b*~0~, *b*~1~)−0.24−0.35, −0.13Survival submodel^b^ Slope association for tamoxifen-nontreated within the 3 highest quartiles of baseline density (α~0~)8.633.08, 14.17 Slope association for tamoxifen-treated within the 3 highest quartiles of baseline density (α~0~ + α~1~)5.931.22, 10.63 Slope association for tamoxifen-nontreated within the lowest quartile of baseline density (α~0~ + α~2~)−6.82−15.8, 2.15 Slope association for tamoxifen-treated within the lowest quartile of baseline density (α~0~ + α~3~)0.61−6.65, 7.86 Age at diagnosis (φ~1~)0.00−0.02, 0.03 BMI quartile 2 (φ~2~)−0.13−0.54, 0.27 BMI quartile 3 (φ~3~)0.10−0.30, 0.50 BMI quartile 4 (φ~4~)0.26−0.14, 0.65 Size of tumor, 10--19 mm (φ~5~)0.41−0.11, 0.93 Size of tumor, 20--29 mm (φ~6~)1.010.46, 1.56 Size of tumor, 30--39 mm (φ~7~)0.990.34, 1.65 Size of tumor, 40--49 mm (φ~8~)1.560.78, 2.34 Size of tumor, ≥50 mm (φ~9~)1.260.52, 2.01 Number of affected lymph nodes, 1--3 (φ~10~)0.920.52, 1.32 Number of affected lymph nodes, 4--9 (φ~11~)1.611.12, 2.12 Number of affected lymph nodes, ≥10 (φ~12~)2.692.02, 3.37 ER status, negative (φ~13~)0.490.10, 0.88 ER status, missing (φ~14~)−0.02−0.39, −0.35 Grade, moderately differentiated (φ~15~)0.870.10, 1.65 Grade, poorly differentiated (φ~16~)1.080.30, 1.86 Grade, missing (φ~17~)0.78−0.00, 1.56 Chemotherapy (φ~18~)0.05−0.44, 0.55 Radiotherapy (φ~19~)−0.14−0.47, 0.19 Baseline mammographic density (φ~20~)0.00−0.01, 0.01 Tamoxifen treatment (φ~21~)0.03−0.47, 0.52 Constant (λ~0~)−6.23−8.13, −4.33 Time spline 1 (λ~1~)1.461.23, 1.70 Time spline 2 (λ~2~)0.360.20, 0.52 Time spline 3 (λ~3~)−0.02−0.05, 0.01[^2][^3][^4]

DISCUSSION {#kwx178s4}
==========

To our knowledge, this is the first study to model change in mammographic density after breast cancer diagnosis in a nonselected sample of women (Nyante et al. ([@kwx178C2]) included only patients treated with tamoxifen). We quantified the decrease in mammographic density after a breast cancer diagnosis in a large sample of women, including both previous HRT users and nonusers, as well as in tamoxifen-treated women and women not treated with tamoxifen. We found that the reduction was greater among HRT users and among women treated with tamoxifen, and that the impact of HRT withdrawal on density change was larger than the impact of tamoxifen. The reduction in density close to diagnosis was associated with prognosis, with a better prognosis with greater reduction. Interestingly, this association was not restricted to women treated with tamoxifen; the association also persisted when we restricted the analysis to women who had not previously used HRT.

We found that the decline in mammographic density was most pronounced shortly after diagnosis, but that this pattern differed between treatment groups. For women who had not used HRT, the decline was stable across time, whereas for HRT-treated women, a steep decline was observed during the first 1.5--2 years following diagnosis. Nyante et al. ([@kwx178C2]) restricted their study to women who had survived at least 5 years post diagnosis and that had been treated with tamoxifen, and they did not estimate the decline by HRT status. In our study, even though the density reduction was greater among women treated with tamoxifen, we observed a statistically significant effect of density reduction on prognosis among both the treated and the nontreated women. Although we found that the effect of HRT withdrawal on density was considerable, the fact that the association between density reduction and prognosis persisted in women who were not using HRT prior to diagnosis points to withdrawal from HRT not being responsible for the observed association between density change and prognosis observed in earlier studies ([@kwx178C1]--[@kwx178C3]).

There are clear advantages to using the joint model rather than separate analyses; perhaps the most important is modeling of the density allowing for measurement error. Mammographic density is influenced by the positioning of the breast on the x-ray plate, and 2 mammograms of the same breast can give substantially different density measures even when taken close in time. Another advantage is that the joint model allows the inclusion of many images; we were able to use all available measures for our study, which improved estimation of density change at all points, including at baseline, which we used as the exposure of interest when studying survival. Additionally, unlike Li et al. ([@kwx178C1]), we did not have to use a delayed-entry approach.

One limitation of our joint model is that it assumes that there is a smooth change in mammographic density over time. The methodology could, in principle, be adapted to handle a sudden change (e.g., around menopause). However, in our study, only women with postmenopausal breast cancer were included, so this limitation is not likely to be too severe here.

There may be further limitations of our analysis, connected to the variables used to define treatment groups. For tamoxifen, we know only which women were assigned to treatment following diagnosis. We have no information on compliance, which is unfortunate because it is not unusual for women treated with tamoxifen to stop the treatment due to side effects ([@kwx178C17]). However, if anything, this would likely have resulted in an underestimated effect of tamoxifen on density decline. Another limitation is that we were not able to include tamoxifen treatment as a time-varying effect. We instead censored individuals who started tamoxifen treatment later than 122 days after diagnosis. The binary variable for HRT use was the same as that used in Li et al. ([@kwx178C1]), which included any HRT use between menopause and diagnosis. This means that we have potentially underestimated the effect of HRT withdrawal on density because some women may have stopped using HRT prior to the baseline mammogram. For a subset of women (*n* = 1,436), we obtained sufficient information to define HRT use according to date of baseline mammogram. When we repeated our analysis on data from this subset of women, using this variable, we obtained very similar results, in all parts of the model. For example, we obtained estimates of median density change of 0.05, 0.19, 0.40, and 0.54 (instead of 0.01, 0.15, 0.34, and 0,48, in our main analysis) for the 4 groups defined by HRT use and tamoxifen treatment (no/no, no/yes, yes/no, yes/yes).

In summary, we have confirmed earlier findings that reduction in mammographic density after breast cancer diagnosis is associated with prognosis. We have also quantified the reduction by prior HRT use and tamoxifen treatment following diagnosis, using sophisticated methods for jointly modeling longitudinal measurements and time-to-event data.
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[^1]: ^a^ Weight (kg)/height (m)^2^.

[^2]: Abbreviations: BMI, body mass index; CI, confidence interval; ER, estrogen receptor; HRT, hormone replacement therapy; SD, standard deviation; TAM, tamoxifen treatment.

[^3]: ^a^ On square root scale.

[^4]: ^b^ On log cumulative hazard scale. For the time-constant covariates φ~1--~φ~21~, the coefficients are log hazard ratios; hazard ratios can be obtained by exponentiating the coefficient and the CI.
